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I was reading an online article recently about a reality TV show that 
began in January of this year.  It is a re-boot of a show that ran a few 
seasons in the early 2000s.  The show, which was not very popular at the 
time, was called Temptation Island.  Four unmarried couples, who were in 
long-term relationships, were taken to a Caribbean island for two weeks to 
test and explore the strength of their commitment.  Upon their arrival, they 
were separated from their partners and sent to opposite ends of the island.  
The four women stayed at a resort, where there were thirteen hunky single 
men with whom they mixed and dated during their stay.  The four men went 
to the other end of the island, where thirteen gorgeous single women were 
waiting for them.  The purpose of these twenty-six men and women was to 
be the “temptation” for the couples.  The whole process forced the 
individuals into situations where they were tempted, and their emotions 
manipulated.  Tears, humiliation, embarrassment and anger were common.  
When the first season ended, all the couples stayed together, at least for 
the time being, in spite of rampant unfaithfulness. 

Now for some folk in their fantasies this temptation would be a dream 
come true, but it actually turned out to be a nightmare.  How would you 
have fared in your younger days?  Would you, could you, have resisted 
temptation? 

Temptation is not a game show for entertainment.  It is very real and 
will reveal, or even determine, who you are. 

For Jesus the temptations came at a critical time in his ministry.  He 
was just starting.  He had not yet preached a sermon, called a disciple, 
healed a sick person or cast out a demon.  His holy birth and his baptism 
just before this wilderness experience had shown that he is the Son of God, 
the long-awaited Messiah, the Chosen, but what does that mean?  What 
kind of ministry would he have?  The temptations are more appropriately 
called a time of trial, a wilderness testing, to determine who he is and what 
he will be doing. 

The same is true for us.  There come into our lives times of trial, 
testing, temptations that will determine and reveal who we are and what we 
will do here. 
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We should not think that what Jesus experienced in the wilderness 
was unique to him.  Indeed, such times already had antecedents.  Moses 
was on the mountain for forty days without food.  Elijah fled for forty days to 
the mountain of God.  Israel struggled for forty years in the wilderness on 
their way from Egypt to the Promised Land.i 

Nor should we think that Jesus’ trials are esoteric temptations 
customized for him.  Rather they are generic temptations like those 
ordinary people, such as you and I, will experience and struggle with in our 
daily lives.  They are very human and appeal to our fundamental desires 
and needs.  They are a part of real life. 

I do wish, however, that they weren’t.  I wish that there were no times 
of trial, or at least that Christians were spared them.  They really do scare 
me and make me apprehensive about who I will discover I really am, and 
that it will be different than I think.  There is no exemption, however.  We 
may wish to be excused from trial and temptation but no one is, especially 
followers of Christ.  We know that.  No one is excused.  Indeed, it is 
essential for us.  Jesus was full of the Holy Spirit and the Holy Spirit led him 
into the wilderness.  If he was to be who he was born to be and 
commissioned to be by baptism, he needed that time of trial and 
questioning, that time of determining who he was and what he would do 
here, that time of temptation offering a different way, another road to take. 

I spent some time a few weeks ago and again this week at my 
mother’s apartment helping her after cataract surgery.  During the daytime, 
there are repeats of television shows from years, even decades, ago.  One 
re-broadcast show is Touched by an Angel, with Della Reese, Roma 
Downey and John Dye.  I love that show, even though it seems a bit 
sentimental, especially when the angel begins to glow, to be transfigured 
as a sign of holiness.  Nonetheless, a lump comes to my throat. 

What I like about the show is the lack of miracles.  People, and what 
happens to them in life, are treated as we all experience it.  Martha 
Williamson, Executive Producer, wrote, “We had to meet head-on the 
inevitable criticism that faith is a cop-out to avoid dealing with reality, that 
belief in God is the opiate of the masses.  Instead…faith is the most 
powerful weapon we have.”  The message was always the same:  “God 
exists, God loves you, God wants to be a part of your life.”ii 

The characters are found in the ordinary living of their lives with all its 
challenges to test us, all the temptations and trials.  And no miracle 
happens, except that people discover who they are and what they are to 
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do.  They are the beloved of God, and they are to live in a loving 
relationship with God and with each other.  And that’s the miracle.  There is 
more to our existence than just living and that is our relationship with God, 
which extends to the deepest depths of this life but further to beyond, to 
beyond life through death to life beyond death. 

What the temptations and trials are really about is our relationship 
with God, who we are.  Are we God’s?  And if so, how will we live?  What 
choices will we make? 

The hard thing about the temptations Jesus experienced and we so 
often experience ourselves is discerning the will and intentions of God.  
Temptation Island was easy.  Simply be faithful.  It may be difficult to have 
the willpower, but the choice one should make is easy.  God is watching, 
and even if the participants don’t believe in God, millions of other people 
are watching and we all know what the right choice is.  That’s easy. 

But Jesus’ trials and ours are much more subtle.  They look attractive 
with no downside.  They look so unthreatening, so innocent, even needful.  
The fulfillment of physical needs, authority to bring about good, protection 
from danger.  Aren’t these good things, needful things, desirable things?  
They aren’t forbidden or sinful, immoral or unethical, are they?  These 
temptations beckon us to do something good.  Stones to bread – the 
hungry hope for that; take political control – the oppressed hope so; leap 
from the temple – those longing for proof of God’s power among us hope 
so.iii  The temptations don’t invite us to fall, as on Temptation Island, but 
rather to rise, to be admired and loved, to be powerful and lauded, to be a 
force to be reckoned with, a force for good, to be confident and bold. 

In the Garden of Eden, the snake didn’t tell Adam and Eve to eat the 
fruit in order to be like Satan, but rather to be like God.iv  This is not an offer 
of personal, domestic or social ruin.  All of that is in the fine print at the 
bottom out of our focus and attention.v 

What Satan tempts Jesus with is doing the right thing the wrong way 
for the wrong reason, and when this happens, it becomes the wrong thing 
to do. 

To give in to the temptation to change a stone into bread would lead 
not just to the satisfaction of his physical needs but to the desertion of his 
spiritual discipline and spiritual journey, of which fasting was a part. 

To give in to the temptation to use illegitimate power, power other 
than God’s to change the world, would be to become the regent of Satan 
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representing his reign and power rather than Sovereign with God’s power. 
To give in to the temptation to test God and have God at his beck and 

call, would be to replace God.  God would be his servant and his tool. 
None of these is who Jesus is.  Jesus is concerned with more than 

bread can satisfy.  Jesus wants to effect change, but that change is the 
establishment of God’s reign of shalom, peace, equality, equity, justice and 
mercy.  Jesus does not doubt God and has no need to test God, but rather 
submits and becomes God’s servant and God’s tool. 

What Jesus had in order to deal with these temptations were the tools 
of his faith:  the effective presence of God that is offered and available, and 
the appropriate use of Scripture. 

And that is what we have too.  When trials come, when we are tested, 
when temptations arise before us, we are not left alone with only our 
willpower, our strength, our resolve, our discernment.  We have God’s 
presence to guide us on the right path and to empower us to walk it.  We 
have God’s word in Scripture to determine our way. 

Although we may not have noticed, the season of Lent began on 
Wednesday.  This is our forty days, a time to examine ourselves and to ask 
who we are, or better, whose we are.  It is an opportune time to reflect on 
our lives, the choices we have made and the choices we will make.  It is an 
opportunity for prayer and for simply being in the presence of God.  It is an 
opportunity to read Scripture deliberately and intentionally seeking God’s 
will for you and your life.  It is a needed time.  Take advantage of it.  Let the 
Spirit lead you and be persuaded that the same Spirit who led you into the 
wilderness will accompany you there and will lead you out with a new 
sense of who you are.  And then, ask the second question, knowing who I 
am, what now will I do? 

So may it be for you and me.  So may it be.  Amen. 
                                            
i Exodus 34: 28; Deuteronomy 9: 9; 1 Kings 19: 4-8; Deuteronomy 8: 2-6;  
ii Martha Williamson and Robin Sheets, Touched by an Angel (Zondervan, 1997) pp. 28, 22. 
iii Fred B. Craddock, Luke (Interpretation series, John Knox Press, 1990) p. 56. 
iv Genesis 3: 5. 
v Ibid. 
 


